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The Conference Theme:  
 
Design schools have been dealing with 
issues of sustainability, design, and solutions 
to problems for a long time. It has been long 
known that meaningful design inherently 
calls for sustainable outcomes and leads to 
solutions in harmony with nature; not outside 
of it. While this may be true, the level of 
discourse about the impact our design can 
have in improving the climate, material 
reduction, energy reduction, and more, has 
increased to astonishing levels.  
 
Almost ten years ago, William McDonough 
and Michael Braungart in Cradle to Cradle 
suggested a radical method of thinking and 
making (perhaps this is not actually radical, 
just counter to the entrenched methods of 
making in the developed world). This call for 
change has been with us for some time but 
is our teaching paving the way for their type 
of new thinking? Are we really capable of 
this level of change? Can we affect change 
in what we do? If sustainable design thinking 
is the solution to environmental issues, do our 
early design studios prepare the way for 
change? 
 
The NCBDS 27 conference raised these and 
other questions about the shifts in practice 
and teaching. How are we responding or 
speculating about them? We created and 
encouraged participants in the conference 
to both answer and challenge our 
questions. Our goal was to create a stage 
where educators can claim what they are 
doing in foundation education is preparing 
students for the shifts and changes that 
have happened in the field of design. 
Conversely, discussions proposed an 
opposing view point that suggests that we 
are not doing enough. 
 
We never wanted to prescribe outcomes, 
but rather we wanted to provide a stage for 
open discourse and argument. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To eliminate the concept of waste means 
to design things—[buildings/spaces] 
products, packaging, and systems--from 
the very beginning on the understanding 
that waste does not exist.  
    
 Cradle to Cradle pp. 104 
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Vernacular Grounds: A Process of Observation  
Peter P. Goché, Iowa State University 
 
 This presentation will consider the 
role of observation in an interdisciplinary 
practice that seeks to comprehend the 
experiential nature of place and, thereby, 
unfold a more acute view of the world. My 
perspective is anthropological with specific 
interest in material culture, ritual and 
vernacular grounds. Like the anthropologist, 
the architect develops an understanding of 
the nature of lived space, not by imposing a 
theory, but by letting the revelation derive 
from the act of recording observations.i An 
act to which I refer as staging; the assembly 
of a framework used in reconstructing the 
nature of place. This process of inquiry is 
informed by the production of writing, 
mapping, modeling and drawing culture in 
effort to define the criteria for making place 
based propositions. This methodology is the 
embodiment of an interdisciplinary agenda 
that has to do with authenticating the 
architectural essence of lived space and, 
thereby, produces a more sustainable basis 
for reconstructing our inherited landscape.  
This paper will consider two case studies 
using cartography, art, landscape 
architecture, and architecture as lenses for 
exploration. It will reflect on how students 
see and express their own interpretations of 
site, landscape and cultural inscriptions. 
Using processes of observation, students 
were asked to collaborate in the 
development of an iterative method to elicit 
new interpretations of a dormant flood plain 
and limestone bluff along the Missouri River 
at the foot of Kansas City’s historic River 
Market area.  
To generate awareness of how visual 
thinking evolves, students were encouraged 
to use multiple forms of media as tools for 
visual expression. By employing various 
exploratory techniques, a conceptual 
generator based on each student’s 
experiential comprehension of the 
landscape and corresponding spatial 
configurations was developed and 
informed the trajectory of each effort. The 
culminating staging resulted in a body of 
work that expresses the meaning of place 
and the relationship between the River 
Market neighborhood and the topographic 
and phenomenological nature of the latent 
site. Our coursework sought to establish 
individual methodologies for synthesizing the 
criterion with which to reconstruct a 
landscape and architecture that deepens 
the relationship between a people and it’s 
local ecology. In so doing, each student 
came to recognize an existing socio-
geographic configuration that is host to a 
sensation of something vast and deep and 
boundless – a condition that is present in the 
unconscious but not consciously expressed.  
 
                                                 
i Julia W. Robinson, “Architectural Research: 
Incorporating Myth and Science,” Journal of 
Architectural Education 44 (Nov., 1990), p. 24. 
 
 
